
 a colleague of Mr. MacMillan said, this one 
“sucked the air out of the room.” 
	 Mr. MacMillan speculates, “It comes 
closest to capturing the scope of the devas-
tation. Photography failed me, in this case, 
but this one maybe came closest.” 
	 He adds, “I found the vista the night be-
fore, from the second floor of a blown-up 
neighboring building. I thought, ‘I have to 
be here at sunrise.’ Not having my head 
around the event, I thought it would be a 
productive symbolism, the hopeful morn-
ing after. It wasn’t. The devastation seemed 
worse the next day. We were hearing that 
maybe 50,000 people were dead — not that 
3,000 is less horrifying. But the picture of 
one man on top, and maybe 50,000 under-
neath him? I often ask, how many people 
do you see in this picture? It looks like one, 
and there are a couple of other characters 
you can make out in blue windbreakers, 
but there are really 3,000 people there. 
	 “Another photographer friend told me, 
‘You can look at that photo for a long time.” 

14 hour journey to Ground Zero
	 It had taken Mr. MacMillan, then a pho-
tographer for the Philadelphia Daily News, 
14 hours from when he first heard about 
the attacks at 9 a.m. on Tuesday morning, 
Sept. 11, in Philadelphia, until he arrived 
on the scene at 11 o’clock that night. He 
traveled by way of Amtrak train, surpris-
ingly still running, as far as Newark, then 
hitchhiked and ultimately walked for sev-
eral hours, dodging roadblocks, past the 
Brooklyn Bridge, City Hall, and the Javitz 
Center (where he photographed some of 
the triage then underway), and finally into 
Lower Manhattan and Ground Zero. 
	 “It was dark, the power was out, and we 
were walking through brown, warm dust a 
few inches deep.” 
	 Of Ground Zero, he says, “There were sur-
prisingly few people there, and it was pecu-
liar in the randomness. A few cranes com-
ing in, welders cutting girders off the pile, 

and a medical team. They were still hoping 
to save people then, but there weren’t any to 
save. Everyone was either dead or alive.”
	 Only a very small number of photogra-
phers were there, “maybe six,” Mr. MacMil-
lan recalls. “Very few were able to get in af-
ter enough of the dust had lifted and before 
FEMA locked the site down for the year.”

Suffered from post-traumatic stress
	 The experience threw Mr. MacMillan’s 
life into disarray. Already a 20-year pho-
to veteran who had captured his share of 
shootings, car wrecks and other tragic 
events, he says, “It’s not that my previous 
experience was unrelated, but this was a 
tipping point for me.” 
	 Of the first responders on any scene, 
only journalists “are somehow expected to 
be uniquely impervious,” he notes.
	 It took him more than a year to under-
stand he was suffering from Post Trau-

matic Stress Disorder. After several false 
starts, he overcame the PTSD with the 
help of a psychologist, who, ironically, 
had contacted him because she wanted 
to use some of his photographs as part of 
her new private practice for PTSD victims 
and asked, “You’ve had some experience of 
trauma. Would you like to talk about it?” 
	 Afterwards, Mr. MacMillan took a two-
year leave from the Daily News to be an AP 
photojournalist, embedded with American 
troops in Baghdad during the Iraq War. 
His photographic team won the Pulitzer 
Prize for photography in 2005, one of sev-
eral high-profile awards he has received 
for his work  since Sept. 11. 
	 He later left the Daily News, and went 
on to specialize in several strains of “new 
journalism,” including trauma journal-
ism — from the perspective of reporting, 
but also in terms of how reporters cope 
with experiencing traumatic events in the 
field. He has experimented with indepen-
dent journalism, including video stream-
ing, blogging and especially online social 
media reporting (he has more than 84,000 
Twitter followers).  
	 Now, he has turned to academics. He  
has taught at universities for many years, 
but Mr. MacMillan became a full-time pro-
fessor this year at Swarthmore College, 
outside of Philadelphia. There, he mentors 
the nationally syndicated, student-run War 
News Radio station (yes, a photojournalist 
in radio, by way of his video experience, he 
says). He is also launching a new course in 
what he calls Peace Journalism. 
	 “The mission is to cover the gaps, the un-
covered facts of American conflicts abroad. 
Reporters are there doing their jobs, at 
great personal peril, but there is a discon-
nect between the work that is produced 
and what reaches the world. It often gets 
reported as a conflict between two heads 
of state, or as a sport, as in who’s winning 
and who’s losing — when we know there 
are other stories of how it effects civilians, 
that aren’t getting to the audience.” 
	 “My own chronology,” Mr. MacMillan 
says, “is, I had 20 years experience, then 
9-11, then PTSD, a year and half without 
the right treatment, then the right treat-
ment, and literally overnight relief.” Soon 
after, he applied to go to Baghdad. “They 
talk about Post Traumatic Growth,” he 
says. “With successful treatment, you can 
become more resilient.” 
	 “Sept. 11 informed me, like for so many 
people, of the bigger world. It changed 
what I understood. There also followed a 
cascade of accolades, as well, which is a 
little uncomfortable. The cascade, from 
9-11 to Iraq to the Pulitzer, a fellowship, 
and the academics, is kind of undeniable. 

‘Incredible company’ at the Hyde
	 About the Norton exhibit at the Hyde, he 
says, “I’m in incredible company here, with 
Edward Hopper, Strand and Steichen. It’s 
not the company I usually keep.” 
	 “I was an art student once, who went on 
to a career in photojournalism. I don’t have 
any other pieces in a museum collection.” 
He made three limited edition prints of the 
piece here. One was purchased by the Nor-
ton, one he donated to the art gallery at his 
alma mater, Tufts University in Boston, 
and one belongs to a private collector. 
	 Mr. MacMillan’s talk, Sunday at 3 p.m., 
is part of the Hyde’s week-long tribute, 
Honoring Those Who Serve, including 
free museum and exhibit admission to 
emergency first responders between Sept. 
10 and 18, and free admission for everyone 
on Sunday, Sept. 11. Info: 792-1761.
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Thank you for reading 
The Chronicle!

Power of an image — JIm MacMillan’s photograph of Ground Zero, taken in the early morn-
ing of Sept. 12, 2001, “sucks the air out of the room,” one colleague suggested. It’s part of the 
Hyde Collection’s temporary New York! exhibit, on view only through Sept. 18. 
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